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TheUnitedStatesandtheCivilWarinLaos―Part1
KojiTerachi
ThisstudylooksatU.S.policytowardLaosaftertheelectionsinMay,1958,
throughtheoutbreakofthecivilwarinAugust,1960,andexamineshowU.S.involve-
mentinLaopoliticscontributedtothedeterioratingsituationinLaos.Thispaper
constitutesthefirstpartofthestudyandexaminestheperiodthroughearly1959.
ThesupplementaryelectionsheldinMay,1958,wereaturningpointinnation
buildinginLaosaftertheGenevaConferenceof1954.TheGenevaagreementstipu-
latedtheholdingofgeneralelectionsfornationalintegrationinLaos.TheRoyal
GovernmentofLaos（RGL）heldtheelectionsinDecember,1955,buttheleftistPathet
Lao（PL）boycottedthem andtheelectionswerenotheldinthetwoPL-controled
provinces.But,aftertwoyearsofnegotiations,theRGLandthePLagreedonthe
creationofacoalitiongovernmentinlate1957.Theyalsoagreedtoholdsupplemen-
taryelectionsinthetwoprovincesinMay,1958.
TheoutcomeoftheMayelectionscameasagreatshocktotheRGLandtheU.S.
leaders.TheNeoLaoHakXat（NLHX）,thePL・spoliticalarm,andtheneutralist
Santiphabwonnearlytwo-thirdsofthenationalseatscontested.Theelectionresult
promptedtheU.S.toexertstrongpressureontheLaoconservativesor・old・politi-
cianstoformasingleconservativepartyinpreparationforthenextgeneralelections.
TheconservativepartiesmergedtoformtheRPL（RassemblementduPeupleLaotien）
inJune.Atthesametime,U.S.policymakersrealizedtheneedforan・intensive
search・for・newfaces・inLaopolitics.Youngconservativeleadersfromthebusiness
community,governmentandthemilitaryformedtheCDNI（theCommitteeforthe
DefenseofNationalInterests）twodaysaftertheformationoftheRPL.Itisnot
knowntowhatextentU.S.officialsweredirectlyinvolvedinitsformation,butthe
CDNIthereaftergainedstrongsupportfromtheU.S.
TheelectionresultpromptedanothershiftinU.S.policy.U.S.policymakersin-
creasinglysawtheimportanceoftheLaomilitaryas・anactivepoliticalforce・inLaos.
SometopmilitaryleaderswereCDNImembersandU.S.officialsmaintainedclose
contactwiththem.
TheformationofPhouiSananikone・scabinetwithCDNImembersaswelas
・old・politiciansfrom theRPLaftertheMayelectionsusheredinanotherphasein
post-GenevaLaos.WithstrongpressurefromtheU.S.,theLaoleadersexcludedthe
NLHXfromthegovernment.PrimeMinisterPhouiadoptedthemonetaryreformthat
theU.S.hadstronglydemandedtocorrecttheabuseofU.S.aidmoneycausedbythe
unofficialdolar-kipexchangerate.Phouialsochangedthe・neutralist・foreignpolicy
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andintroducedamorewestern-orientedpolicybyestablishingformalconsulaterela-
tionswithSouthVietnamandTaiwan.
InJanuary,1959,Phouirequestedandwasgranted12-monthspecialpowersbythe
NationalAssembly.ThiswaspartlypromptedbytheborderincidentwithNorth
VietnaminlateDecember,butthereweretalksofacoupandPhoui・sactionmayhave
beentakenagainstsuchacontingencyorunderpressurefromthemoreconservative,
anti-communistCDNI/military.
GainingspecialpowersdidnotmeanthatPhouiconsolidatedhispowerinthe
government.Themonetaryreformwhichwasdetrimentaltotheinterestsofhiscon-
servativealiesandtheRPLCDNIrivalryunderminedhisinfluenceoverLaopolitics.
PhouihadnochoicebuttoincludemoreCDNImembers,includingthreemilitary
leaders,inhisnewcabinetformedinlateJanuary.
TheU.S.stronglysupportedPhoui,theRPLandtheCDNI/militaryalalongin
thisshifttotherightinLaopolitics.Inaddition,theU.S.expandeditsmilitarypres-
enceinLaosbyincreasingten-foldthenumberofplain-clothesmilitaryadvisorsfor
thetrainingoftheLaomilitary.ButthewideningsplitamongtheLaopoliticiansand
theincreasinginfluenceoftheCDNI/militarywouldplagueU.S.policymakingfor
Laosinlateryears.
Theyear1958wasaturningpointinbothpostwarLaopoliticsandU.S.involve-
mentinLaos.Thecolapseofthecoalitiongovernment,theexclusionoftheNLHX
andthefurtherleaningtotherightoftheLaoconservativesalongwiththebeginning
oftheLaomilitary・sinvolvementinpoliticspavedthewayforalaterconfrontation
betweentheRGLandthePL.TheU.S.becamefurtherinvolvedinLaopolitics,but
U.S.supportoftheconflictingconservativeforcesinLaosandmoreemphasisonthe
roleofthemilitarypreparedforaquagmireinLaos.
